Grishina A. V., & Abakumova I. V. (2020). Informational behavior in the COVID-19 pandemic: psychological predictors, 
International Journal of Cognitive Research in Science, Engineering and Education (IJCRSEE), (8), Special issue of Current 
Research and Trends in Cognitive Sciences 2020, 59-67. 





Original scientific paper UDK: 
59.944.4.072-057.875:[616.98:578.834(470) 

Received: November, 13.2020. 

Revised: December, 01.2020. doi: 10.23947/2334-8496-2020-8-SI-59-67 


Accepted: December, 06.2020. 
hd 


Informational Behavior in the COVID-19 Pandemic: Psychological 
Predictors 
Grishina Anastasia Vasilievna’, Abakumova Irina Viadimirovna? 


‘Department of General and Counseling psychology, “Psychology, pedagogy and defectology” faculty, Don State Technical 
University, Rostov-on-Don, Russian Federation, e-mail: abakira@mail.ru 
Corresponding Member of Russian Academy of Education, Dean of “Psychology, pedagogy and defectology” faculty, Don 
State Technical University, Rostov-on-Don, Russian Federation, e-mail: abakira@mail.ru 


Abstract: The core problem of the COVID-19 pandemic for psychologists is to find out how people cope with the 
stress of isolation and the threat of fatal disease. The scale of the pandemical impact on the psychological well-being of an 
individual has still no knowledge and psychological predictors which the impact depends on need to be identified. This paper 
presents an empirical study of informational behavior and its psychological predictors in the pandemic. The research was held 
online in April-May 2020. The total amount of 165 participants, aged from 18 to 66. The subjects were chosen from a randomly 
selected sample. The participants were asked to estimate their informational consumption in pandemic. Tolerance to ambiguity, 
hardiness and anxiety was studied in groups distinguished according to changes in informational consumption. The findings of 
this study indicate a significant correlation between informational behavior and psychological characteristics related to coping 
with stress. Besides the analysis proved a negative correlation between reactive and personal anxiety and tolerance to ambiguity, 
hardiness and its components. We have confirmed that increased informational comsumption can be considered as a coping 
strategy for overcoming the pandemic social isolation among respondents with low hardiness and tolerance to ambiguity. Stable 
and decreased informational consumption indicates that respondents with high hardiness and tolerance to ambiguity and low 
state and trait anxiety don’t need to consume information for coping with difficulties of pandemic self-isolation. Future work 
will concentrate on expanding the list of psychological predictors of informational behavior and studying the features of their 
interaction in different situations. 
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Introduction 


The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has had a significant impact on people’s 
psychological health and wellbeing. The behavior of a person in the pandemic situation is still poorly 
understood as this is the first time when the mankind faces such a global and unknown threat and takes 
such measures to prevent its spread. Besides, the uniqueness of this situation lies in the fact that the 
pandemic has affected all spheres of human life - work, leisure, nutrition, sports (Vapenstad, 2010). One 
of the main issues in our knowledge of COVID-19 is a lack of facts about its real origin and effects. This 
led all social situations to the highest level of ambiguity, causing great psychological effects both on the 
level of a personality and of the society. 

Tolerance to ambiguity is increasingly becoming a vital factor in psychological health of a modern 
man. The first studies of tolerance to ambiguity considered it to be an emotional and perceptual personal 
variable (Frenkel-Brunswik, 1948). E. Frenkel-Brunswik describes a personality type with a high level of 
intolerance to uncertainty, characterized by a tendency to make decisions on the principle of black - white; 
to draw hasty conclusions without taking into account significant factors and the real situation; strive for 
unconditional acceptance or rejection irelationships with other people. 

The further studies proposed a new definition of tolerance to ambiguity considering it a basic 
personality trait. It was included in the theory of authoritarian personality (Adorno et al., 1950) as one of 
the typical characteristics of an authoritarian personality, explaining its behavior. 

S. Budner has put forward the psychological content of this construct and understands intolerance 
to ambiguity as a tendency to interpret uncertain situations as a source of threat (Budner, 1962). 
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He identified the following signs of an uncertain situation: 

* novelty (a completely new situation not previously encountered in experience); 

* complexity (a difficult situation with a large number of variables); 

* unsolvability (different elements of the situation give rise to conflicting interpretations). 

Budner S. (1962) identified four indicators of individual threat perception, acting as threat 
experiences (phenomenological reactions) or behavior in a threat situation (operational reactions): 

* phenomenological submission (discomfort), 

* phenomenological denial (repression, suppression), 

* operational submission (avoidant behavior) 

* operational denial (destructive or reconstructive behavior). 

After the ideas of first researchers, tolerance to ambiguity was understood as a tendency to interpret 
uncertain situations as desired. It is studied by the this group of researchers as a stable personality trait: 
from works of MacDonald, A. P. (1970), Hazen et al. (2012), Norton R. W. (1975), to latest researches of 
Herman et al. (2010), Litman (2010), Zhu, D., Xie, X., and Xie, J. (2012). 

Other authors consider tolerance to ambiguity as a dynamic personal characterictic, that can 
advance during professional education (DeRoma, Martin and Kessler, 2003) and psychotherapy 
(Vapenstad, 2010). Kajs L. T. and McCollum D. L. point out that tolerance to ambiguity can increase with 
extension of life experience and age (Kajs and McCollum, 2010). 

Tolerance to ambiguity has received much attention from scientists in the last 20 years. It has 
become a significant value for a modern man, helping to adapt to the constantly changing world. 

The ideas of S. Maddi can be used as a starting point in studying COVID-19 pandemic as a 
situation of revealing hardiness. S. Maddi has proposed a new definition of personality hardiness as 
the personality pattern of attitudes and strategies that helps people turn stressful circumstances from 
potential disasters into growth opportunities. It’s a composite of the interrelated attitudes of commitment, 
control and challenge that together provide the existential courage (Maddi, 2015). 

People who are strong in commitment attitude get involved with what is happening, regardless of 
how stressful it may seem, perceiving this as the best way to learn from their experiences. People who 
are strong in the controlling attitude believe that trying to influence outcomes by the decisions they make 
is more likely to lead to meaningful outcomes then sinking into powerlessness in the face of stress. People 
who are strong in the challenging attitude believe that stress is normal and fulfillment is not to be found in 
easy comfort, security, and routine but rather in the continual growth in wisdom through what is learned 
from the negative and positive experiences of an active, changing life (Maddi et al., 2011). 

D.A.Leontiev considers the phenomenon of hardiness in the context of personal potential and 
defines hardiness as an integrative characteristic of a person responsible for success in overcoming a 
person’s various life difficulties (Leontiev et al., 2011; Leontiev, 2019). 

Further researchers have focused on place of hardiness in personality structure and its correlation 
with other psychological constructs: the connection of hardiness with an identity crisis (Kuzmin, Gusev, 
and Konopak, 2010), with personal-situational interaction, with psychological content of the students’ 
personality vitality (Loginova, 2010; Soboleva and Shumakova, 2014). 

The phenomenon of anxiety is the subject of comprehensive psychological research. In this work 
we rely on K. Spilberger’s approach to anxiety. He distinguishes anxiety as a state (reactive anxiety) and 
anxiety as a trait (personal anxiety). Reactive anxiety is temporary emotional state caused by the action 
of real or imaginary danger to the individual. Personal anxiety is a stable individual property, determined 
by the tendency of the subject to perceive a threat to his own personality and the willingness to respond 
to the threat with an increase in reactive anxiety in situation of even a small danger or stress (Spielberger, 
1972). 

Cognitive psychology focuses on anxiety influence on cognitive processes. It was found that high 
level of anxiety makes the person focus his attention on objects and facts related to the reason of anxiety 
or on information that can help to overcome stress and reestablish the psychological well-being. 


Materials and Methods 


Our research aimed to analyze the psychological predictors of infromational behaviour in the 
pandemic situation. This paper calls into a question if the informational behavior strategies can be 
considered as a coping strategies in the situation of social isolation. 

Subjects were chosen from a randomly selected sample of working and not-working citizens of 
Rostov-on-Don aged from 18 to 66. The research was held online in April-May 2020 (from 48 to 60 days 
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of lockdown mode in Rostov-on-Don, Russia). All study participants were asked to fill out identical forms 
for testing and questioning. The total amount of 165 participants included 55 men and 110 women. 

The hypothesis of the study: informational behavior in pandemic situation can have psyhological 
predictors. 

To the group of such predictors the following psychological characteristics were chosen: 

- hardiness 

- tolerance to ambiguity 

- anxiety as a state 

- anxiety as a trait 


To prove our hypothesis the following methods were chosen: 

* MacLane’s Uncertainty Tolerance Scale (MSTAT-I) (adapted by E. G. Lukovitskaya) 

*The Personal Views Survey Ill-R by S. R. Maddi (adapted by D. A. Leontiev, E. |. Rasskazova) 

* State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI ) by Ch. D. Spielberger (adapted by Yu. L. Khanin) 

* Authors’ questionnaire on studying changes in informational behavior of respondents during 
COVID-19 social isolation. 


The questionnaire contained questions about how many hours a day respondents were consuming 
different types of content (news, political TV-shows, Internet blogs, documentaries, movies, serials, social 
networks) before the pandemic situation, how many hours a day they where planning to consume the 
described content in the pandemic isolation (when it only began) and how it turned up in the reality of 
social isolation. 

Statistical methods of data processing: to identify the probabilistic relationship of indicators, we 
used the Spearman rank order correlation coefficient; to determine the significance of differences in the 
subgroups, we used the non-parametric Kruskal-Wallis test. 


Results 


Our aim was to get a general picture of psychological predictors of informational behavior. To define 
different informational behavior strategies we used our questionnaire. In response to the question «Has 
your informational consumption changed in COVID-19 pandemic?» the respondents estimated the time 
they had been spending on the listed types of content before the pandemic, in plans for pandemic and 
over the course of the pandemic. It allowed us to devide all respondents into 3 groups: 

Group 1. Increased informational consumption — 80 respondents 

Group 2. Stable informational consumption — 65 respondents 

Group 3. Decreased informational consumption- 20 respondents. 

The next step was therefore to investigate the differences in the psychological characteristics of 
the distinguished groups. 

The level of tolerance to uncertainty has significant differences in the groups (Fig.1). 
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Figure 1. Tolerance to ambiguity in groups with different informational consumption 


The average score of tolerance to ambiguity for the Group 1 Increased Informational Consumption 
is the lowest for the sample. Many respondents of this group showed even negative scores. It indicates 
that these respondents feel uncomfortable in ambiguous situations. They feel afraid of uncertainty and 
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usually hide from solving serious problems. The respondents from Group 3 Decreased Informational 
Consumption showed the highest level of tolerance to ambiguity. They can be characterized as creative 
people aware of the complexity and unpredictability of the world and are ready to adapt to it. Group 2 
Stable Informational Consumption has medium positive scores of tolerance to ambiguity. 

Thus, the increased informational consumption can be defined as a strategy of overcoming 
uncertainty in the COVID-19 pandemic for Group 1. The qualitative analysis of answers on the authors’ 
questionnaire in this group showed the increase of the consumption of the content, primarily related to 
the cause of the pandemic: news, political TV-shows, and documentaries. Probably, finding the latest 
information on pandemic and social isolation allowed these respondents to feel more confident and to 
understand better the prospects for the development of the social situation. 

The level of hardiness and its components has also differences in the groups (Fig. 2). 
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Figure 2. Hardiness and its components in groups with different informational consumption 


The average score in hardiness and its components (commitment, control, challenge) for the 
Group 1 Increased Informational Consumption is also lowest for the sample, but can be rated as standard 
compared to regulatory values. The respondents from Group 3 Decreased Informational Consumption 
showed the highest level of hardiness, commitment, control and challenge. 

Hardiness is a system of personal beliefs that allows personality to overcome anxiety in situations 
of uncertainty and to be independent of situational emotional reactions. In this context the highest level 
of hardiness in Group 3 reveals their psychological and behavior skills in difficult situations such as social 
exclusion and pandemic: 

* high scores on Commitment scale indicate the belief that involvement in what is happening in 
pandemic gives the maximum chance of finding worthwhile information and making the right decisions; 

* high level of Control reflects the confidence that one’s actions can influence the outcome of what 
is happening in the pandemic; 

* high scores in Challenge scale shows a willingness to accept the positive and negative experience 
of social isolation, finding a source of new knowledge and experience in it. 

These results correlate with answers of Group 3 about positive and negative experiences of self- 
isolation in the pandemic: “| pay more attention to the family”, “I do sports at home”, “I can just relax’, “I 
study new courses and webinars”. 

The level of anxiety has also differences in the groups (Fig. 3). 
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Figure 3. Level of reactive and personal anxiety in groups with different informational consumption 


The level of anxiety is the highest in Group 1. The average scores in Group 3 are the lowest in 
the sample. Group 2 showed medium results. In all experimental groups the level of personal anxiety is 
insignificantly higher than situational anxiety. 

In order to identify the relationship between studied indicators, we used the Spearman rank 
correlation coefficient (Table 1). 


Table 1 
Results of statistical analysys by Spearman rank order correlation coefficient 


Spearman rank order 


Psychological predictors xcurdlal iar p-value 
Tolerance to ambiguity & reactive anxiety -0,550 0,001 
Tolerance to ambiguity & personal anxiety -0,675 0,000 
Hardiness & reactive anxiety -0,520 0,002 
Hardiness & personal anxiety -0,780 0,000 
Commitment & reactive anxiety -0,427 0,013 
Commitment & personal anxiety -0,732 0,000 
Control & reactive anxiety -0,397 0,022 
Control & personal anxiety -0,865 0,000 
Challenge & reactive anxiety -0,506 0,003 
Challenge & personal anxiety -0,516 0,002 


The analysis proved a negative correlation between reactive and personal anxiety and tolerance 
to ambiguity, hardiness and its components (commitment, control, challenge): in all studied groups the 
higher is anxiety the lower are the levels of other studied characteristics. 

The next step was to determine the significance of differences in the subgroups, using non- 
parametric Kruskal-Wallis test (Table 2). 
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Table 2 
Differences in the components of hardiness, the level of tolerance to ambiguity and anxiety in 
groups with different informational consumption 


Significance of 














Changes in informational behavior (Mean Rank) Differences 
Variables (Kruskal-Wallis test) 
Increased Stable Decreased 
N = 80 N= 65 N = 20 H p 
Ambiguity Tolerance Scale 
Tolerance to ambiguity 10,96875 20,69231 29,12500 14,41695 0,0007 
The Personal Views Survey III-R 
Hardiness 11,00 21,15385 27,50 13,29157 0,0013 
Commitment 11,34375 21,65385 24,50 10,94187 0,0042 
Control 11,71875 20,34615 2125 10,87155 0,0044 
Challenge 10,96875 21,57692 26,25 13,14260 0,0014 
Scale for assessing the level of reactive and personal anxiety 
Reactive anxiety 21,93750 15,38462 2,50 13,59286  0,0011 





Note: H- Kruskal-Wallis H-test (one-way ANOVA on ranks), p=probability value 


The analysis showed significant differences between groups with different informational consumption 
on all psychological charactiristics, except personal anxiety. This supports the idea that personal anxiety 
is a more stable personal trait. It's a stable tendency to perceive a large range of situations as threatening, 
that is not changing in pandemic situation, while reactive anxiety essentially depends on the specific 
situation that causes it. 


Discussions 


One of the main goals of this empirical research was to show that informational behavior can be 
considered as a stress management strategy and a way to adapt to changing or uncertain situations. 
There was a significant positive correlation between Informational consumption and levels of Tolerance to 
Ambiguity, Hardiness, Commintment, Control and Challenge and negative correlation with Reactive and 
Personal Anxiety. 

This is in good agreement with the findings of A. Sh. Tkhostov, E. |. Rasskazova, who have studied 
the correlation of the different types of anxiety of in the pandemic situation with the search for information 
about coronavirus and with protective actions (Tkhostov and Rasskazova, 2020). The authors identified 
two aspects in the structure of anxiety about the coronavirus: the fear of the infection and anxiety about 
negative consequences. Tracking pandemic information is considered a defensive reaction (clarifying 
information, searching for what reassures or concretizes the threat, giving an action plan) (Tkhostov and 
Rasskazova, 2020). Described informational behavior strategy has a significant correlation with high level 
of anxiety (Huang and Zhao, 2020). 

Our results have a number of similarities with D. A.-Leontiev, E. |. Rasskazova results of studying 
the connection between subjective well-being with coping strategies and anxiety about coronavirus in the 
pandemic situation. Emotionally oriented coping strategies associated with a higher level of pandemic 
anxiety. Problem-oriented and active coping strategies are weakly associated with lower anxiety that 
could be explained by the lack of effective methods of resolving this new and uncertain situation (Leontiev 
et all., 2011). In this context, our strategies of informational consumption can be attributed to emotionally 
oriented coping strategies that assume involving mental avoidance of the problem and finding ways to 
distract. 

This idea supports the previous findings in the literature (Liu, 2020), that COVID-19 information 
consumption on the Internet and social media during the infectious disease outbreak could elicit intense 
worry, and in turn increase preventive behaviors by engagement in the COVID-19 preventive actions. 

Tull and others examined the impact of COVID-19 and stay-at-home orders on psychological 
outcomes. The authors have shown that the perceived impact of COVID-19 on daily life was positively 
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associated with health anxiety, financial worry, and social support, but negatively associated with loneliness 
(Tull et al., 2020). 

Our results can be supplemented by the findings of some foreign scientists in the field of psychological 
predictors. Traunmiller et al., (2020) have evaluated the psychological distress in Austria during the 
initial stage of the COVID-19 outbreak and highlighted the factors making a personality psychologically 
vulnerable or psychologically protected. Being a female, higher age, lower levels of education, concern 
about family members, the internet as the main source of information, student or pupil status, poor self- 
rated health, and the attitude that “there is too much unnecessary worry” were significantly associated 
with higher psychologically vulnerability. Protective factors were the possibility to work in home office, 
frequent (indirect) contact with family or friends, the availability of virus-specific information, confidence 
in the diagnosis capability, and physical activity during the crisis (Traunmuller et al., 2020). Remarkably 
that informational behavior (the internet as the main source of information) is distinguished as a factor of 
negative influence on coping the stress. Our results do not support this suggestion, as our respondents 
indicated increased anxiety after consuming TV-content. Internet content was considered as a more 
objective and giving more confidence and decreasing the ambiguity of situation. 

The findings of C. Traunmuller, R.Stefitz, et al, correlate well with the results of the survey, conducted 
in China in January-February 2020, studying the levels of psychological impact, anxiety, depression, 
and stress during the initial stage of the COVID-19 outbreak. Wang et al., (2020) showed that female 
gender, student status, specific physical symptoms, and poor self-rated health status were significantly 
associated with a greater psychological impact of the outbreak and higher levels of stress, anxiety, and 
depression. Specific up-to-date and accurate health information (e.g., treatment, local outbreak situation) 
and particular precautionary measures (e.g., hand hygiene, wearing a mask) were associated with a lower 
psychological impact of the outbreak and lower levels of stress, anxiety, and depression (Wang et al., 
2020). Getting up-to-date information is highlighted as a factor of decreasing stress and anxiety. 

Thus, most researchers agree that the regulation of information consumption and communication 
can be an effective way to overcome the stress of ambiguity and anxiety in a pandemic situation. 


Conclusions 


We have described empirical research of psychological reasons for informational consumption in 
the COVID-19 pandemic. The findings of this study indicate a significant correlation between informational 
behavior and psychological characteristics related to coping with stress: tolerance to ambiguity, 
hardiness, anxiety. We have demonstrated that respondents with increased informational consumption 
have low or negative scores in Tolerance to Ambiguity, average (but lowest in the sample) values in 
Hardiness, Commitment, Control, Challenge, and the highest in the sample of Reactive and Personal 
Anxiety. Respondents with stable informational consumption have average positive scores in Tolerance 
to Ambiguity, high values in Hardiness, Commitment, Control, and Challenge and a moderate level of 
Reactive and Personal Anxiety. Respondents with decreased informational consumption showed high 
levels of Tolerance to Ambiguity, Hardiness, Commitment, Control, and Challenge and low levels of 
Reactive and Personal Anxiety. 

Taken together, these findings suggest that increased informational consumption can be considered 
as a coping strategy of overcoming the pandemic social isolation for respondents with low hardiness 
and tolerance to ambiguity: searching different types of information (in particular the latest news about 
the COVID-19 pandemic) helps such people to overcome the ambiguity of the situation, makes their 
life more understandable and predictable, thereby giving confidence in the future and making today’s 
interesting. Stable informational consumption indicates that these respondents are stable and confident 
in their interests, in their need for the information necessary to feel safe. Decreased informational shows 
that for feeling calm and enjoy the opportunity to spend time on social isolation, these respondents do not 
need outside information. 


Limitations 

Our research has some limitations. We didn’t take into account the age and gender characteristics of 
the respondents, but obviously, informational consumption among representatives of different generations 
may vary due to different reasons. 
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